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Let me go to the window,
Watch there the day-shapes of dusk
And wait and know the coming
Of a little love.

from “At a Window”
by Carl Sandberg
Poetry Magazine, 1914

Football Tonight, 1979, Oils, 14 x 11, KFAC permanent collection
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INTRODUCTION
David Lucas’ home community of Haymond looks like most everywhere else
in southeast Kentucky. By that I mean that it’s a little hard worn after a more
than a hundred years of coal and timber, boom and bust. Elk Horn Coal loaded
the first rock in Haymond in 1914 and closed the mine in the 1950s. David Lucas’
father was a miner and his grandfather a union boss. Today, the community is
made up of a number of leftover company houses, some trailers, and two churches.
That means if you want to get something other than right with God, you need to
drive over to Cromona, Jenkins, or Whitesburg. But thirty years ago, all the houses
were still brightly painted (different colors so you could tell them apart), and all
the gardens were tended. The old folks were still holding to the old ways, and you
could see it. Life was brighter in Haymond, and some of David Lucas’ finest work
from that period attests to this.
Haymond, KY, Winter 2013

In many ways, Appalachian Kentucky has changed more in the past three
decades than it had in the eighty years that came before. We can see the portent of
these changes in David Lucas’s work. Mechanization eliminated many mining jobs,
and much of the mining that was left required eliminating green mountaintops. We
moved our poorest families off the land into trailer parks and Section 8 housing. The
rise of prescription drug addiction means that few of us haven’t picked up a relative
from rehab or attended an OD funeral. But, we do have better roads nowadays, which
are used increasingly by young folks. Many get on 23 or the Parkway and get out,
explaining why Letcher County’s current population is about half of what it was in the
1940s.
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Eastern Kentucky has always had bouts with hard times. After the Civil War,
the coming of the railroads and the extraction industries set off a decades’ long cycle
of violence, known as the feuds. David Lucas has had an ongoing fascination with
these conflicts, documenting and interpreting, through both paintings and personal
research, many of the most violent incidents. Learning about such things, as unpleasant
as they might be, gives us a way to understand the contemporary society and culture
of the region–our commitment to home and family and our distrust of outsiders and
organizations.
While the mountains have informed much of his strongest work, Lucas
resists and resents attempts to categorize him as an “Appalachian folk artist.” All
great works of art are of a place and time, whether that’s Haymond, New York, or
Paris. However, the art world is always quick to assign regionalist categorization
to artists whose works exist outside of its easy realm of experience. For instance, this
exhibition features a number of architectural studies of Haymond, the roof lines of
colorful company houses set against the mountain backdrop. But, David would have
painted similar studies if you’d plopped him down along the Seine, only the buildings
would have been different and the mountains would have been missing.
What I love best about David Lucas’s work is his ability to capture some moment
of shimmering joy in a hard place during a hard time: the girls in short-shorts happily
trapped in eternal summer; boys walking down the empty winter road; the old lady
hoeing corn at dusk in her broad-brimmed hat. Having been a boy in the region during
the ‘70s and ‘80s, I can almost remember all of these scenes, even though they didn’t
happen to me. David Lucas’ paintings remind me why I stayed here and give me hope
that what is lost might be found again.
~ Matt Collinsworth
April, 2013
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Haymond Evening, 1976, Oils, 18 x 17, Collection of Josephine Richardson
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Old Company Store at Millstone, 1978, Oils, 21¼ x 36, Collection of Pam Sexton
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DAVID LUCAS
He found beauty in forgotten places, warmth in the cold of night.
He leads us away from darkness with a knowing brush. –Anon

Born in 1948, David Lucas has spent most of his life in Haymond, a former coal
mining community in southeast Kentucky. The old, red company house has been in
his family for generations. Most of his paintings depict the life and environment of that
region. Working there for almost 40 years, one might be tempted to describe him as
an “Appalachian Artist.” Though factual in many respects, that might be misleading.
This exhibition of his paintings, dating from 1975 to 2013, is intended to show Lucas in
the broader context of contemporary America as an artist whose skills of observation
have thrived in a concentrated geographic location. The coincidence of birth provided
experiences that led to insights, which have relevance far beyond Appalachian Kentucky.
David Lucas’ art is essentially connected to his surroundings. But, local subject
matter is most often the artist’s springboard for broader insights. Therefore, some
background is useful in decoding the cultural references abundant in his paintings,
just as knowledge of the religious beliefs and the Roman Catholic iconography
recognizable to ordinary Europeans of the time enhance our interpretation of medieval
paintings. To that end, details of the economic and social history of the region are
interwoven in this narrative along with an outline of the artist’s life.

The Company Store, Haymond, 1982, Oils, 16 x 20, KFAC permanent collection
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Baby and Coal Bucket, 1978, Oils, 20½ x 17½, KFAC permanent collection
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For over a century, the economy of southeast Kentucky has centered on coal
production. Narrow valleys, typically walled in on both sides by steep hills, contain
only enough farmable land to sustain a small population. Commercial exploitation
of coal revolutionized the region and became the single force that drove its economy.
Every other non-farming economic activity grew in support of that industry and was
dependent for its survival on the success of mining.
The community of Haymond was established by the Elk Horn Coal Company as a
‘coal camp’ to house the manpower needed to extract the coal. Company-owned houses
were constructed along a road set along the valley floor. The hillsides that define the
valley were the point of access to rich seams of coal. In 1913, well ahead of most rural
Kentucky communities at the time, electricity generated in the nearby town of Jenkins
was introduced to Haymond to power lighting and state-of-the-art machinery in the
brand new mine. Electricity was also wired into company housing. A narrow gauge
railroad had been engineered to haul out the lumber harvested when the hillsides
were clear-cut of virgin timber, and a conventional, wider-gauge line was established
to transport the coal. The first load of coal rolled out of Haymond in 1914. By 1916,
a post office was established in Cromona, a mile down the valley, with its own postal
zip code. Haymond and communities like it soon became bustling centers of human
activity with up-to-date facilities.
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Haymond, Circa 1917, 2013, Oils, 30 x 40, KFAC permanent collection
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Fox Hunters, 1997, Oils, 24 x 20, Collection of the artist

10

David’s father, John, worked in the mines, following in the footsteps of his
father before him. Coal mining brought prosperity. It also swelled the population,
as successive waves of newcomers were recruited into the region to meet the labor
needs of the mines.
Since early in the industrial revolution of the near Midwest, rural Kentuckians
have moved north in large numbers to Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, or Michigan to work
in factories and steel mills, which offered earning potential mostly unthinkable
in the hills of Kentucky. But, those who were raised in this region held a strong
emotional attachment to the places of their birth, and the bridges that crossed the
Ohio River back into Kentucky were famously clogged with southbound traffic on
Friday nights as families returned ‘home’ for the weekend. Common across the
entire state, ties to the comfort of the home place were perhaps strongest of all in
eastern Kentucky.
Though it provided a good living when production was in full swing, the coal
industry was perennially vulnerable to cycles of boom and bust. The fortunes of
miners have always been dependent on industrial demand for coal. When demand
decreased miners were laid off. Stripped of their livelihood, many mining families
relocated north. When coal production rebounded, they would return south and
resume work in the mines.
Not surprisingly, a significant number of his paintings relate to the mines:
portraits of individual miners, miners interacting in groups and at work, mining
machines in situ underground, and related scenes down the mines and out in the
community. Many now belong in the permanent collection of The Art Museum at
the University of Kentucky. It would be hard to imagine Lucas’ body of work without these images, since mining is inseparable from life in southeast Kentucky.
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Modern Coal Miner, 1990, Oils, 24 x 12, Collection of Joe Wolfe
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Coal Silo, Mine 29, 2000, Oils, 14 x 11, KFAC permanent collection
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Like numerous others, the Lucas family traveled those migratory paths over and
again while David was growing up. He recalls:
When I was very little we lived in southern Ohio for a while. Then
moved back here. I went to 1st grade in Haymond. Part of the 2nd
grade in Haymond and part of the 2nd grade in Indiana. The 3rd
grade in Haymond. Part of the 4th grade in Haymond and the other
part in Southern Indiana. All of the 5th grade in Southern Indiana, the
6th grade in Haymond. I went to the 7th grade and the 8th grade in Indiana. I spent three years here at Fleming Neon High School, then left.1
After high school, David lived briefly in Fairfax, Virginia, working as a house
painter. Returning to Haymond, he worked at the hospital in the county seat of
Whitesburg through the Neighborhood Youth Corps, a federal program of the War on
Poverty. An advertisement for jockey apprentices in the local newspaper then led him
to Ontario, California where he spent a year working on a ranch, training up to the
level of exercise rider (Despite his wiry build, David was too tall to work as a jockey).
He eventually moved back to Haymond, by way of Gary, Indiana where his father had
found work in a steel mill.
He had registered for the draft in California. But, he was back in Kentucky when
his number came up, and he was ordered to report in Ashland. Passing the physical,
he was persuaded to enlist in the Marines and was posted to Paris Island, South
Carolina for basic training. He recalls, “I actually liked the Marines. I liked boot
camp.”
Discharged about a year later due to a health condition, he rejoined the family in
Gary. After working briefly in the mill cafeteria, David signed on for training through
the federal Manpower program and did work at the mill for a short period before being
laid off.
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Factory Scene, 1980s, Pen and ink, 12 x 9, Collection of the artist
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The schools he had attended in Kentucky had not offered classes in art, but art
was certainly not discouraged in his family, since both his parents painted from time
to time. David had been drawing and painting intermittently since he was in high
school. The Lucas apartment in Gary gave access to the platform of a fire escape that
served as a sort of communal balcony also used by the family living next door. Weather
permitting, David would sometimes paint or draw out on the balcony. It was there
that he first encountered next-door neighbor Peggy, who would soon become his
wife. David credits Peggy as an unfaltering supporter, who has never criticized or
questioned his choice of art as a vocation.
His grandfather had once been a blacksmith. David was interested in metal
so he and Peggy moved back to Hazard, Kentucky, where he studied to become a welder
at the local vocational school. Completing his training, they returned to Gary, where
he got hired at the steel mill. In 1975 they returned to Haymond, where they have lived
ever since, aside from a brief period when they relocated to work around Lexington
in the mid-1980s. Since the mid-1970s, Lucas has studied and portrayed the area in
which he lives: local history, work life, religious practices, and intimate moments from
daily life.

Black Masonic Funeral at Mt. Zion Church, Circa 1955, 2001, 24 x 36, Collection of Pam Sexton
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In The Corn Patch, 1998, Oils, 21 x 36, Collection of Josephine Richardson
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Murder on Pert Creek, May 21, 1907, 1992, Oils, 11 x 15,
Permanent Collection of The Filson Historical Society
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Several focused series of paintings explore specific subjects. ‘Feud’ paintings
show many of the violent events that took place as part of the local feud in Letcher
County that began before 1900 and continued on into the 20th century.2 David is a
self-taught historian, and he conducted extensive research on the feud as he worked
on this series of paintings. In the process he discovered the shocking extent of
violence and death attributable to that conflict.

He states, “I’ve got a map that I

made up of the feud sites here in Letcher County. There was more shooting that
went on here in Letcher County than there was in the Hatfield and McCoy feud.”
Twenty-one of these paintings now belong in the permanent collection of the
Filson Historical Society in Louisville, where they are used periodically to illustrate
this dark chapter in Kentucky’s early development.
When he has concentrated on a particular subject for a period of time, Lucas’ immersion in that ‘world’ would be all-encompassing. He says:
Like when I was working on that series of paintings about the feuds in
Letcher County, I was completely immersed in the 1880s the 1890s, the
early 1900s. And, when I did that series for the Book of Revelations,
it was like I was transported to heaven and back to the earth and back
to heaven and back to the earth for about a three month period. And
the bad part of it was, when it was all over, there I was, stuck back in
Haymond. So, it kind of strengthened my faith that to be absent from
the body is to be present with the Lord, that kind of thing, you know.5
Being “stuck in Haymond” seems more a lament for the end of a creative experience
than a condemnation of his home environment. To the contrary, given his apparent need
to create and to interpret the world around him and considering the repeated
relocations of his early years and despite the economic difficulties his eventual decision
would bring with it, it seems entirely understandable that he chose to remain in
Haymond to practice his art as an observer of life in that specific locale. This local focus
enabled him to explore subtleties within the life going on around him that are often
otherwise invisible to the casual observer.
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The Killing of Henderson Mullins, 1991, Oils, 11 x 14, KFAC Permanent Collection

Pound Massacre, May 14, 1892, 1989, Oils, 19¾ x 31½,
Collection of The Filson Historical Society
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Election Day, Rockhouse, 1914, 1990, Oils, 14 x 11,
Collection of The Filson Historical Society
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According to Lucas, a fuel truck was wrecked in the early 1950s close to Potter
Branch, the stream that runs through Haymond. Gasoline leaked into the water, and
as it was carried downstream, it was ignited by a bonfire that someone had lit close to
the bank to get rid of a pile of brush. When the flames reached a certain point in the
creek, they ignited coal dust that had drifted down and settled like a blanket below
the mine. Fire crept across to the tipple that channeled coal downhill for loading into
railroad cars. The wood-trestle tipple burst into flames and was soon reduced to a
smoking pile of ash.
The fire turned out to be a pivotal event in the history of Haymond. Coal continued
to be extracted by auger up on the mountain into the 1960s, but the big tipple was
never rebuilt. The underground mine at Haymond closed down for good. Now, when
the industry was booming, John Lucas went to work near Whitesburg, other miners
at Hemphill or down mines in other communities. But, many who were old enough to
draw a pension simply retired.
Haymond is off the beaten track. Coal had given birth to the community, and
Elk Horn Coal Company was the single engine of the local economy. The closing of the
Haymond mine signaled the beginning of a transition that would only accelerate when
the more accessible coal was tapped out a decade or so after the fire.
With additional area closures in subsequent years, opportunities for miners in
the region have continued to shrink. Surface mining involves large pieces of earthmoving machinery that require fewer employees to yield the same tonnage of coal.
More recent advances in earth moving technology have made it easier to remove
ever greater overburdens of rock and soil to expose extractable veins of coal. The
process now known as “mountaintop removal mining” requires even less manpower.
In 2012, underground mining accounted for less than half of production in the eastern
Kentucky coalfields, where overall production decreased by 27.6% over 2011. Coal has
provided prosperity for periods of time, but it has also brought hardships, mining
accidents that resulted in many deaths, and Black Lung.
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The dependence of the local economy on coal is starkly illustrated by figures from
the U.S. Census. From a count of 9,702 in 1900, the population of Letcher County more
than quadrupled by 1940 to a peak of 40,592. The volatility of the regional economy
is a direct result of boom and bust in the mining industry, and by 1970 the county’s
population had dropped back to 23,165. A boom in the ’70s boosted that number back
up to 30,687 by 1980, but the population has declined each decade since, shrinking
back to 24,259 in 2010.3 Mining employment in Letcher County decreased by 34%
during 2012 as coal production dropped there by a staggering 36%.4 Unemployment in
the county was over 16% in March, 2013, the fourth highest rate behind three other
southeast Kentucky counties.5

Continuous Miner, 1982, Oils, 11 x 14, Collection of the artist
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Driving through Haymond today, it would be easy to see only a community in
decline. The casual observer visiting what is left of Haymond could be forgiven for a
superficial judgment of the region, but David Lucas has the benefit of time that allows
a more measured view of the world changing around him. Watching his community
change for over 60 years promotes a longer perspective. He says, “My art is autobiographical, and to a degree it was to show people away from here that eastern Kentucky
was more than just poverty… and coal mining disasters.”
Most generations accept as the norm the particular circumstances into which
they are born. As children, with no knowledge of different times, it is all that we know.
When our plans have to be modified by events occurring around us that are beyond
our control, life does go on, regardless. With particular attention to the changing of
the times and noting how younger generations adapted to change, many of Lucas’
paintings focus on the everyday lives of ordinary people, doing the things that people
do, both joyful and routine. His observations of the ordinary goings on in and around
Haymond, particularly during the 1970s and ‘80s, place that community in a broader
setting. How he looks at his surroundings has everything to do with what he is able to
see there. Lucas states:
When I came back here, I came back after looking at, in particular,
John Sloan. He was part of what they called the ‘Ashcan School’ of art,
and he lived in New York City. And, he caught what I would call the
life of the common people in New York in that period around before the
First World War… and I kind of wanted to do that for my surroundings.
I’ve always done that, to a certain degree.
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Day Dreaming, 1981, Oils, 40 x 36, Collection of the artist
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Generations, 1983, Oils, 14¾ x 11, Collection of Pam Sexton
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Many of his paintings document this changing social landscape in candid scenes
of human interaction. Generations and The Conversation, painted within a week of
each other in May of 1983, depict two views of the same scene, captured moments
apart. Generations shows two middle aged women, dressed with aprons and wearing
hats to protect them from the sun, bent over tending plants in a garden spot, while two
teenage girls walk the path beyond the garden fence, lightly clad in halter tops and
short shorts. In The Conversation, the girls have stopped and are talking to the older
women now standing upright in the vegetable patch. These two quiet scenes point to
the profound generational changes that were then underway in Haymond.
Lucas is intensely aware of his surroundings. Sensitivity to visual information is
at times almost overwhelming. He says, “I had a sort of like an enlightenment… and
I discovered that I was surrounded by paintings. That all I had to do was just turn my
head from looking straight just a little bit to the left or a little bit to the right and it
would be a whole other painting, and I could do that through 360 degrees.”

The Conversation, 1983, Oils, 14¾ x 11, Collection of Pam Sexton
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His landscapes typically include buildings or other man-made structures that also
give context to the social evolution of the area. These paintings, as much as any within
his larger body of work, demonstrate a forceful command of form, juxtaposing the
controlled, hard lines of geometric shapes against the fluid, organic backdrop of hills,
trees and foliage (Football Tonight, Roof on Rat Row, Power Poles at Night in Winter,
Canning House, etc.). Styles of architecture and changing technologies reference
different periods in the history of the community.
The story of Neon is specific and local, but it is also an American saga, a metaphor
for similar events that have unfolded at different times all across the US. The town
of Neon was the closest significant commercial center, located about three miles
from Haymond. Lucas’ painting titled Rat Row, Old Neon shows the town in its most
prosperous heyday, when it boasted a cinema and numerous locally-owned retail and
service businesses were flourishing. A sign identifying “Dawahares” hangs above the
front of one store. Dawahares began as a single clothing store, opened in 1907 by a
Syrian immigrant, Serur Frank Dawahare, Sr. From its modest beginning in Neon,
Dawahares eventually grew into a chain of around thirty quality clothing outlets located
in towns and cities all over Kentucky, West Virginia and Tennessee. The decline in
the local economy followed directly from ongoing decreases in regional coal production,
which led, in turn, to the eventual closure of the original Dawahares store in the mid1980s. Other factors impacted the Dawahares legacy elsewhere. In existence for over
a century and after four generations as a family-run business, fundamental changes
in the U.S. retail environment brought about the eventual liquidation of the entire
Dawahares chain in 2012.

Roof on Rat Row, 1980, Oils, 4½ x 6, Collection of Pam Sexton
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Rat Row, Old Neon, 1976, Oils, 23½ x 27, Collection of Josephine Richardson

29

Alma Mater, 1980, Oils, 14 x 11, KFAC permanent collection
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Looking East, 1979, Oils, 14 x 11, Collection of the artist
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Looking Toward the Mouth of Bear Hollow, 1984, Oils, 19½ x 15½, Collection of Pam Sexton
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Sledding in the Hollow,

1998, Oils, 14 x 11,
Collection of Amy Nelson

Snow Scene in Cromona,

1980, Oils, 6 x 4½,
Collection of Kathy Walsh-Piper
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Other paintings of people living around him differ little from what one
might have seen in other small communities around America at the time (Cutoffs,
1978 and Making a Call, 1980). In Telephones and Tattoos (2009), three tattooed
young women in flip-flops, shorts and T-shirts, stand awaiting their orders
on the stoop of Mike’s (Mike Johnson’s Custard Stand) in Neon, each
communicating privately on her personal cell phone. In 1980, he painted a series that
depicts various aspects of local drug consumption—marijuana and cocaine—once again
confirming Haymond as a microcosm of America.

Cutoffs, 1978, Oils, 14 x 11, Collection of the artist
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Telephones and Tattoos, 2009, Acrylics on canvas board, 14 x 11, Collection of the artist
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Rolling a Joint, 1980, Oils, 14 x 11, KFAC Permanent Collection
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Snorting, 1980, Oils, 14 x 11, Collection of the artist
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David Lucas is a historian of his own community, an astute observer of human
behavior. Having returned to Kentucky in his late twenties, he has now lived back at
home for almost forty years. The advantages of this longer perspective are evident in his
treatment of subject matter. Where others might see deterioration, Lucas sees
evidence of human aspiration, in the same way that a photographer might chose to
focus on a flower that has forced its way up through cracks in the asphalt within a
broken urban landscape. Lucas does not editorialize, choosing to let the work speak
for itself.
Scholars and others often assign the idea of “place” (or “sense of place”) as an
underlying or driving force behind the work of certain artists and writers. Place can be
a potent force, and many of these artists and writers are consequently identified with
the place or region in which they live. And, that is natural. Some artists and writers
actively adopt these labels in the belief that it will enhance their marketing potential. For instance, the “Appalachian” label was used as a marketing tag as early as
the 1890s when cultural missionaries from the northeast decided to improve the lives
of the downtrodden Appalachian folks through the production and sale of “authentic” mountain crafts. “Appalachian” was romantically thought to assign authenticity: craft forms born of origins in old world traditions that had retained their folksy
essence in the isolation of mountain hamlets. But, branding an artist as regional—
“Appalachian,” “Midwestern,” “Southern,” etc.— can equally have the effect of limiting
our sense of an artist’s relevance beyond the narrow geographic confines of the brand.
For Lucas that would be a great disservice, both to the artist and to those of us who
could miss the broader meaning of his work.
Whatever his reasons for doing so, David Lucas chose the life of an artist working
within a defined community. Remaining there has enabled him to observe, chronicle
and portray a changing way of life.

In that sense, his life’s work has produced

exceptional insights into the broader American psyche. Not very well known outside of
a narrow circle of supporters, his work has brought him neither fame nor fortune. The
insights inherent in his work as an artist, however, are without parallel. David Lucas
is, in the view of this writer, among the most important artists working in America in
recent times.

~ Adrian Swain
April, 2013
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Hee-haw Girl, 1983, Oils, 14 x 11, Collection of the artist
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ENDNOTES
1
This, and all subsequent quotes that appear in this essay, are from David Lucas during a conversation with the artist recorded by Adrian Swain at the Letcher County branch public library
in Neon, Kentucky, April 4th, 2013.
2
Violent local feuds were widespread in the counties of eastern Kentucky from the end of the
Civil War on into the early part of the 20th century. The causes behind these conflicts varied,
but most were bloody, internecine struggles for power and dominance within a particular county
in an era when effective law enforcement was either limited or non-existent. The conflict
between the Hatfields and McCoys that spanned the border between Kentucky and West
Virginia is the best known outside the region because journalists from major US urban centers
were able to get there to report on it directly by way of the railroad that reached as far then as
Pikeville, Kentucky. Violent news reports from the lawless interior of the country were colorful
and sold newspapers. Similarly, the Rowan County feud in Morehead was also reported on in
the New York Times and elsewhere because the railroad had reached Morehead by the early
1880s. The feud in Letcher County lasted much longer and many more people died in the
process, but is relatively unknown. Travel into Letcher County at the time was both circuitous
and potentially dangerous for outsiders unfamiliar with the region.
3
United States Census figures drawn from the Wikipedia web page for Letcher County,
Kentucky. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Letcher_County,_Kentucky.
4

Source: Kentucky Department of Energy, 3/18/2013.

5

Source: Kentucky Office of Employment and Training, 4/25/2013.

On the New Road, 1979, Oils, 11 x 14, Collection of the artist
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